About a thousand fires
occur in hotels and mo-
tels every year. Frequent
travelers need to learn
how to survive.
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The way the MGM Grand Hotel looked the morning of Nov. 21, 1980.
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themorning of Nov. 21, 1980, fireerupted

at the MGM Grand Hotel in LasVegas,

Nev., with about 5,000 peopleinside at the
time. Eighty-four died at the sceneor inlocal
hospitals, and, within ayear, three more of the 679
who suffered fire-related injuries succumbed. This
wasthe second largest hotel fire (intermsof lives
lost) inU.S. history.

Investigation revealed that animproperly
grounded (but never inspected) wire behind awall in
theresort’sdeli smmered, then burned undetected
for hoursbeforeit flashed into ablaze that spread at
arate of 19 feet per second. Because of laundry
chutesthat failed to seal and defectsin the heating,
ventilation and air-conditioning systems, asupposedly
smoke-free stairwell that wasacrucia escaperoute
filled with smoke and trapped somevictims. Others
were cornered in smoke-filled hallways and rooms.

Theinvestigation also revealed that firemarshals
had ins sted the casino have sprinklersinstalled
during construction. The hotel, however, refused to
pay for the $192,000 system, and acounty building
official sided with thehotel. Authorities|ater said the
sprinkler system could have prevented the disaster,
which cost $223 millioninlegal settlements.

About athousand firesoccur in hotelsand
motelsevery year. Frequent travelersneed to learn
how to survive. Pay attention to fire safety —not just
the hotel’slocation and amenities—when planning a
trip. Knowing what to doin afireemergency isthe
key to surviving ahotel fire.
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anair conditioner or infront of an air-supply duct,
becausethefresh-air flow may prevent smoke-filled
air from setting off thealarm.

Assoon asyou check in, taketimeto identify
exits, stairwellsand escaperoutes. Count the
number of doorways between your room and the
nearest exit. Noticewhich sideof thehall theexitis
on and whether anice machine or other objects
block theway.

Seeif theexitisusable. Notice how thelock
opens. (If it tripsthe fire alarm, that's as far as
you can go without talking to hotel staff.) If you
can open the door without tripping thealarm, do so,
andinvestigatethe stairwell to be sureitisclear.

Seeif thedoor locksfrom the stairway side. If it
does, onceyou enter the stairwell, youwill beableto
exit only at the ground floor. Do not plan to usethe
elevator because the shaft sucks smoke and heat
upward. Also, smoke and heat may affect the
elevator controlsor melt hoist cables.

Next, prepare your room. Thewindow offersan
alternate escaperoute. Try thelatches. Seeif the
ground, roof or deck iswithin safedropping dis-
tance—about two stories. Finally, put your room key
on the nightstand or in aclothing pocket so you can
finditessly.

Beforeyou leave home, pack aflashlight and
portable smoke detector, aswell asyour travel aarm
clock. Theflashlight can guide you through adark
and smoky hall. A battery-operated smoke detector,
placed on ahanger at thetop of the door to your
room, will aert youto possiblefireswhenyou're
sleeping. Remember not to place the detector near
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Intheevent of afire, you probably will be
awakened by an alarm, aphonecall, the smell of
smoke, or shoutinginthe hall. Takeyour key, roll out
of bed, and crawl to the door. Don'’t stand because
smoke and toxic gasesrise. Theair just 5 feet from
thefloor could befilled with deadly carbon monox-
ide.

Next, feel thedoor. If it or theknobishot, don’t
openit. If itiscold, openit sowly, and be prepared
toshutit quickly if smoke poursin.




Check thehall. If it’sclear, you have achoiceto
make: Stay inyour room, or head for thefireexit.
Caution: Inmaking your decision, consider thefact
thestairwell door or theroom door may lock behind
you. If either happens, you have no retreat. If you
still decideto leave your room and thereisany trace
of smoke, stay low—crawl, if necessary—along the
wall, counting doorwaysto the exit. When you reach
thestairwell, hold firmly onto the guardrail and walk
down.

If fireand smoke arethick at thelower levelsof
thestairwell or hallway, which happensassmoke
cools, turn around and pray that you can get back to
your room. Do not attempt to go to theroof, asthe
stairsmay not exit at theroof, or that exit may be
locked.

Staying Put

If your room door ishot, or if smokeisdensein
the hall, you have no choice but to remainin your
room. You still can survive. You may be ableto drop
totheground safely if you areon thefirst or second
story. If you are higher, don’t jump becauseyou
could behurt serioudy or killed.
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A $1.5 million blaze
destroyed this former =
tavern, turned hotel ==
turned apartmefj, S—
building in Gettysburgs
Pa., on Feb. 10, 1983:

Photo by Donald J. Reimer

18

Photo by Donald J. Reimer

If youcan'tleave
through thewindow,
signd for help. First
try to telephone, then
hang a sheet out the
window tosignal
firefighters. Get fresh
air. Fliponthebath -
room fanto vent
smokefrom your
room, then openthe
top and bottom
sectionsof thewin- Sl B
dow about 3inchesto [
letfreshairinat the
bottom, and ventilate smoke at the top.

If smoke and flames arerising outside, keep the
windowsshut. If theoutsideair isclear, make atent
over your head with awet blanket and open the
bottom half enough to put your head out the window.
If thewindow won’t open, you may not want to
break it because youwon't beableto closeitin case
smoke appears.

Fill the bathtub. You can usethewater for
firefighting. Usewet towelsand sheetsaround
cracksinthe doorway and any place else smoke can
seep into theroom. If the door and wallsget hot, use
ice bucketsto bail water and throw it on them.

Hints for Meeting Planners

If you are aconvention or meeting planner, you
should pay particular attention to fire safety. Before
scheduling an event, investigate the hotel’ sproce-
duresfor firedetection, itsalarm systems, the
provisionsfor extinguishingfires, theexit routes, and
employeetraining for fire emergencies. The hotel
should havean alarm systemand, ideally, should
have an automatic sprinkler system, particularly for
large exhibition areasand other wide areas. If you
are planning alargetrade show, be surethe hotel
provides servicesto remove packing materias
quickly fromtheexhibit area.

A general ruleto keep in mindisthat street-level
meeting rooms are the easi est to evacuate. Rooms
abovethe seventh floor are more hazardous because
fireladders may not reach that high. Hotel-basement
meeting roomsmay not be awise choice, because
meeting participantsmust climb up stairsin the same
direction smoke and flameswill travel.

The meeting room should have adequate exits. A
rule of thumb isthat 50 to 300 peoplerequiretwo
exits. Three hundred to 1,000 need three exits, and
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morethan 1,000 should havefour or moreexits. The
exitsshould belit brightly, not blocked by furnitureor
curtains, and should be opened easily. They never
should belocked or chained. Seating or exhibit
arrangements should allow enough aisle spacefor
quick evacuation. You should familiarizeyourself
with exitsand escaperoutes. Make surethe hotel’s
floor planisposted visibly, and walk theentire
escaperoute. Hallways, exitsand stairwells should
beclear of obstructions. Stairs should have emer-
gency lighting, and elevators should be marked
clearly to prevent usein afire.

After you check the escape route, ask the hotel
staff toremoveany furniturethat isin theway. Also
ask them to point out the location of automatic
sprinklersand smoke detectors. L ocatefireextin-
guishersin case of small wastepaper-basket fires,
but call thefire department beforetrying to control
evenasmal fire. Arrangetolistentothefirealarm

Is Your Hotel Equipped
To Protect You?

The National Fire Protection Association
(NFPA) recommendsthat you choose a hotel
protected by both smoke alarmsand asprinkler
system. That’sgood advice, unlessyou’ re afederal
employeewho travels. Inthat casg, it’'sthe lawv—PL
101-391, to be exact. Under thislaw (Hotel and
Motel Fire Safety Act of 1990), all federal employ-
eeswho travel must stay in hotels or motels deemed
fire-safe.

Public Law 101-391, which appliesto al places
of public accommodeation, including propertieswhere
federally funded meetingsand conferencesare held,
requireseach roomto have ahard-wired, single-
station smoke detector (according to NFPA 72,
National FireAlarm Code). Each room also must
have an automatic sprinkler (accordingto NFPA 13
or 13R). Propertiesthree storiesor higher are
exempt from the sprinkler requirement.

TheU.S. FireAdministration (USFA) ischarged
with compiling, maintaining and publishing the
National Master List of facilitiesthat comply with
thelaw. Whilethe original target wasfederal
employees, the USFA hopesthelist will serveasa
guidelinefor everyonewho travels. To be put onthe
Master List, aproperty must meet specific criteria
for certain fire-protection systems.
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and find out who on the hotel staff isresponsiblefor
calling thefiredepartment. If you spot afire, though,
contact thefiredepartment first, and then alert the
hotel switchboard on the housetelephone.

Before your meeting, instruct attendees about
alarms, escaperoutes, and general fire-safety
procedures.

The Best Protection

No matter what safety measuresahotel and its
staff provide, the best protectionin afireemergency
isanadertindividua who knowswhat to do.

Thanks go to Don Bowman, district chief of
the Chicago Fire Prevention Bureau, for pointing
me to information on their website
(www.ci.chi.il.us/Fire/Prevention/Hotel Fire.html),
which helped me assemble this article—Ed.

Thelist, whichisextensive, can befound onthe
USFA website at www.usfa.fema.gov. Userscan
searchthelist by property nameor location. A
printed copy of thelist can be ordered on thewebsite
or by contacting the USFA at (301) 447-1000. If a
property isn’'t onthelist, however, it doesn’t neces-
sarily meanthat itisn’t fire-safe. It could mean that
thefacility hasn't applied to get onthelist. Applica
tionsareavailableonthewebsite. &

If you're a government traveler who gets
booked into a hotel or motel where any of the
required protective measures are inadeguate or
not available, report it to your local Scheduled
Airlines Ticket Offices (SATO). Never stay in a
lodging site that is not up to code. Overseas
travelers should be extra cautious because
foreign hotels and motels are not held to the same
standards.—Ed.
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